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O. Introduction
First·of all,anexplanationshouldbegivenfor mychoiceof subject,Grotius'
earlylinguisticideas,whichareto befoundin thechapteron languageof hisLatin
treatiseParallelonRerumPublicarum.I wasnottemptedto thinkthatthisjuvenile
historicalwork mightcontaina spectacularview on language,put forwardby the
prodigyin thefieldofLatin poetryandphilology.Onthecontrary,it wouldbeeasy
to ridiculehimevenfor someof his laterviewson linguisticmatters.Ris claim,for
instanee,thattheAmerindianlanguageswereof Germanicoriginnot only failsto
convinceus, but was alsorefutedby his contemporaryJohannesde Laet (1582-
1649).Hugo Grotius (1583-1645)was a brilliantscholar, a famousjurist,well-
knowninEuropeasanexpertin internationallawandpoliticaltheory,but surelyhe
wasnota linguistin hisownright.Havingsaidallthis,I wouldarguethathisearly
linguistic ideas, as presentedin the Paralleion, deservethe attentionof a
historiographerof linguisticswho is interestedin the reception,disseminationand
inf1uenceof ideas.
In theseventeenthcentury,severalEuropeanscholarsandmenof letterstook
an interestin linguisticproblemsin generaland reflectedon the valueand the
functionof thevernacularsin particular.Linguisticissuesweretoucheduponand
dealtwithinallkindsof publications,rangingfromscientifictreatises,politicaltracts
andliteratureto grammarsanddictionaries.ThetopicswerediscussedinbothLatin
andthevernacular.It is againsthisbackgroundthatGrotius'discourseon language
in theParalleionhasto beseen.DespitethefactthattheLatinpublicationsandthe
non-Latin ones on the whole functionedwithin differentcircles, there were
ostensiblymutualinf1uencesandexchangesof ideasbetweenthetwo 'traditions'.
On closerexamination,Grotius'Latintextrevealsbothhisfamiliaritywith previous
publièationsandhisrelationshipwithcontemporaries.It is myaimto assessto what
degreeGrotiusadoptedlinguisticideasfromvernacularandLatin sources,in order
to shedlightonthemoregeneralquestionofmutualinf1uenceandexchangeof ideas
withinthelatesixteenth-andseventeenth-centuryRepublicof Letters.
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Withinthecompassof thispaperI cannotgivea completesurveyof theissues
coveredin Grotius'chapteron language.I wil!thereforefocuson someaspectsof ~
hisinvolvementin thecontemporarylinguisticdebate.Firstof alI, I wantto discuss J
hispleafor thevemacular.Next,I wil!examinehisviewsontheantiquityandorigin
of language.Finally, I would Iike to show his farniliaritywith the thencurrent
scholarlydevelopments.
1. Languageattitudeandelaborationoffunction
Grotius'Paralleion,whichwasmostprobablywrittenduringtheyears1602-
1603,offersanextensivecomparisonofthe Greek,RomanandDutchcommonwe-
alths,policiesandsocialmores.1 lts comparativecharactercomesequallyto thefore
in thechapteron language.In it Grotiuscompared,for instance,theattitudeof the
Dutchtowardstheirmothertonguewith thatof theGreeksandRomanstowards
theirsandarguedthattheGreekandRomanshadsetagoodexamplebytheircare
for theirrespectivelanguages.Grotiusjoinedthecontemporarydebateon thevalue
of thevemacularby referringto the meritsof theFrenchwho likewisedid their
utmostto cultivatetheir mothertongue(par.84)? The languageattitudeof the
Duteh' ancestorsshouldnot be forgotteneither:theyrefusedto acceptfunding
requestsfromtheirsovereignlords,unlesstheywerestatedinDuteh.3 Accordingto
Grotius,theseexcellentexampleswereinhugecontrastwiththeprevaiIingattitude
towardstheDutchvemacular,a languagewhichhesupposedto beunmatchedin its
richnessanditsfunctionalpossibilities.
After havingmentionedthequalitiesof theDutchlanguage,Grotiusseverely
castigatedtheopinionthatideaspublishedinDutchwouldbelostfor ever.For fear
of not beingread,his contemporariesdid not striveat expandingthe use of the
vemacular- in modemterms:they did not striveat eIaborationof function
(par.84).Grotius'criticism,followedby his appealfor usingDutchas a scholarly
andscientificmedium,fitsin withearlierpleasfor theelaborationof thevemacular
whichis alIpartof thestandardisationprocessin boththeNetherlandsandvarious
otherWestEuropeancountries(cf.VanderWal 1995a:5-41).
1. TheParallelon-manuscriptcirculatedamonginterestedcontemporaries.Thefirstandonly
editionis Grotius1801-1803whichincludesa Dutchtranslation.For the timebeing,I will
stick to Eyffinger'sdatingof themanuscript(Eyffinger1988:46),althoughI seeproblems
involved.
2. Theabbreviation"Par.x" referstopagex oftheParalleionin Grotius1801-1803,volume
IlI.
3. This politicallanguageissueplayeda rolesincetheso-ealledGreatPrivilegeof 1477(cf.
Van derWal 1994).
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So Grotius'pleafor theDutchlanguagewasnotatall uncommonatthetime,
butwhatmaysurpriseus is thatit wasmadein aLatintext.In Latinhearguedthat
(, thegreatestprogresshadalwaysbeenmadewhenknowledgeandscholarshipwere
practisedin everydaylanguageashadbeendone,for example,bytheGreekandthe
Romans(par.104).TheGreekdidnotwasteanytimein learninga foreignlanguage
andthisGrotiussaidto bethereasonwhytheyhadbeenso successful.Learning
sciencesin one'smothertonguewouldbea greatgainin timeandefforts.So,why
not follow the Greek example?Beforejumpingto the conclusionthatGrotius'
statementswere insincere,we haveto realizethata plea for scholarshipin the
vemaculardoesnotnecessarilyexcludetheuseofLatin. UsingDutchor Latinboth
haditsassetsandliabilitiesfor differentcircles.ThosewhodidnotknowLatincould
benefitfromDutchpublications,whereasLatinwastheindispensablemediumfor
scholarsaHoverEurope(cf Pörksen1983andVanderWal 1995a:79-90;97-100).
In otherwords,whileLatinwasanimpedimentto onegroupof readers,Dutchwas
not an appropriatevehiclefor theexchangeof scholarlyknowledgeto the other.
SmallwonderthatnotonlyLatinpublicationsweretranslatedintoDutch,butalso
DutchonesintoLatin.I notethatGrotiushimselfmadeacontributioninthisrespect
by translatinga Dutch publicationon navigationat sea, Simon Stevin's
Havenvinding(1599),intoLatin4
Up to thispoint,Grotius'statementsonbothlanguageattitudeandelaboration
of functionwere chauvinisticand emotional.He yet had to give argumentsto
supportthe claimfor the 'excellenceof the Dutch language.In the prevailing
sixteenth-and seventeenth-centuryview a good languagehadto possesscertain
qualities,accordingto whichlanguageswereranked(seeHüllen1995andVan der
Wal 1995c).
2. Languagequalities:antiquity
Grotiusdiscussesantiquity,which,aswe know,is animportantcriterionin the
evaluationof languages.Theolderthelanguage,thebetterit wassupposedto have
preservedthequalitiesof thefirst,undoubtedlyperfectlanguage.Grotiusreferredto
anunnamedscholarfromthesouthemNetherlandswho hadventuredto maintain
thatHebrewderivedfromDutch(par.85).Therecanbenomisunderstandingabout
the identityof the scholarinvolved:the FlemishphysicianJoannes Goropius
Becanus(1518-1572),who had stronglyadvocatedthe importantstatusof the
Germaniclanguagesandhadtriedto demonstratethatDuyts,which at the time
indicatedbothDutchandGerman,wastheoldestlanguage,notHebrew.Whether
GrotiushadactuaHyreadeitherBecanus'sOriginesAntwerpianaeof 1569or his
4. Ris translationLimenheuretikèsivePortuumlnvestigandorumRatio was publishedin
1599.
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posthumouslypublishedOpera of 1580cannotbe determined.The rathervague
referencemayindicatethathereliedonsecondhandinformation.
What is importanthereis thatGrotiustouchedupona discussionwhichhad
beengoingon for centuries,pivotingaroundthequestionwhetherHebrewor any
otherlanguagewas thefi.rstandprimevalanguage.GrotiuscriticizedBecanus's
ideaofthe oldestlanguageandthiscriticismraisesthequestionasto Grotius'own
opinionon the age of language.On the one hand,in passinghe characterized
Hebrewastheoldestexistinglanguage,ontheotherhestatedthathisownlanguage
(whichheequatedwiththeGermanlanguage)representedtheearlytimesbest,had
spreadmost and could not be tracedback to any other language.These two
statementsseemirreconcilable,buttheyarenottheonlyinformationavailable.
Grotius discussedboththeoriginandcharacterof languageandmaintained
thataftertheFloodtheearthhadbeendividedamongthesurvivors,who,whenthey
developedintopeoples,hadmadea languagefrominarticulatesounds,forcedby a
feelingofnecessity(par.87).Wordsandnamesfor thingswereinvented,withwhich
the soundsweregivena meaning.The originof languagewas supposedto date
fromthetimewhentownswerebuiltandlawsweremade.Grotiusconcludedthat
bothlanguagesandstates,thetwo bondsof humansociety,werebom at thesame
time(par.87-88).Languagewasa humanproduct,madeastherewastheneedto
havea language;it was a gift we owedto the ingenuityof our ancestors.The
possibilityof a divinegift is notevenmentioned.Earlierin histreatiseGrotiushad
assumedthatpeoplesshoweddifferentcapacitiesfor devisingmeaningsfor words.
Thereforelanguagecouldbea measureof a people'sreason.A nationwhich had
inventedthe mostappropriatewordsto expressthingsshouldbe consideredthe
mostintelligent(par.81).Unfortunately,Grotiushasnotgivenus anyindicationof
criteriabywhichto measuretheappropriatenessofwords.
Dealingwith theoriginof language,Grotiusalsotook sidesin thequestionof
whetherlanguageis a matterof natureor convention.He had,beyondanydoubt,a
conventionalistview and put forwardargumentsagainstthe nature-view.If the
meaningofwords wasbasedonNature,allpeopleswouldhavethesamelanguage,
asthesamethingswereto befoundeverywhere.Moreover,it wouldnotbepossible
to refer to one thing with differentwords. Consequently,put in our terms,
synonymywould andcouldnot exist.Likewise,oneword couldnot haveseveral
meanings,which impliesthatambiguitycould not occur either.In one respect
Grotius allowednatureto appearon the scene,althoughsubordinatedto human
ingenuity.Humaningenuityimitates"the natureof things"when derivatingone
word from anotherand compoundingwords (par.88).Both in derivationand
compoundingthe stateof affairsin realityis copied.It is worth mentioningthat
Simon Stevin(1548-1628),the many-sidedengineerwho wrote nearlyalI his
scientificwork in Dutch, also assumeda relationshipbetweenthe word andthe
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dringit indicates.He likewisearguedthatcomplextrungsin realitywererepresented
bycompoundsin language(cf VanderWal 1995b).
\, Grotiuspresentedhisideason-theoriginof languagewithoutreferringto any
source,whichdoesnotimplythattheycameoutofhis ownhead.As farasI cansee
now,theyshowstrikingsimilaritieswithancientstatementsontrusmatter.Theview
thatlanguageis a productof humaningenuityandrelatedto the developmentof
societiesis foundasearlyasinPlato'sProtagoras.PeterMatthews'description(in
Lepschy1994)of asimilartheory,presentedastraditionalinanancientsoureefrom
thefirstcenturyBC, thegeneralhistoryof DiodorusSiculus,is revea1ing.Cf the
followingquotation:
Startingfromavocal expressionthatwasmeaninglessandconfused,they[men]
graduallyarticulatedwordsandagreedon a tokenfor everyobje,ct,so thatthere
was an acceptedform of communication.This happenedseparatelyin many
differentplaces,andthereforethereexistformsof speech(dialektoi)of diverse
kinds.(Lepschy1994:22)
Nearly all the elementsof Grotius' explanationoccur in trusquote (the first,
meaninglesssounds,the inventionof tokens and the occurrencein different
places)whichmakessomeindebtednessto ancienttextsprobable.
What does Grotius' 'theory' of languagedevelopmentimply for the
contemporaryquestionofwhichlanguagewastheoldest?In myopinion,it doesnot
tallywith thatquestion.After theFlood variouslanguageswerebom, or rather
made,at differentplaces.Does this not implythatwe shouldspeakof several
'oldest'languages?At truspointGrotiusleaveshisreadersin thedark.It is worth
noting,however,thathedidnotrankHebrewrughfor its linguisticqualities.After
all, the positionof Hebrew,andthatof anypossibleprimevalanguage,remains
unclearinParallelon.It wasnotuntiltheendofruslifethatGrotiusexplicitlystated
thatnoneof theexistinglanguageswereto beconsideredastheprimevallanguage
(cf Borst 1957-1963:1298).
3. Soureesand influence:Simon Stevin
Severalideas,so to speak,werein theairatthebeginningof theseventeenth
centurywruchmakesit not easyto tracesourcesandestablishinfluence.The only
resemblancewith StevinwruchI pointedout till now, mightnot convincingly
demonstrateGrotius' indebtednessto rum.Close scrutinyof the Paralleion and
Stevin'spreviouslypublishedworks,however,reveala scoreof strikingsimilarities.
It is notwitrunthescopeoftruspaperto dealwith Stevin'sideasin anydetailnow,
butI will giveafewexamples.Firstly,Grotiusarguedthatin languagemonosyllabic
words did not suffice:as the numberof things was infinite,derivationand
compoundingofwords wereneededtoo (par.96).Preciselythesameideais to be
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foundin Stevin'swork (cf Stevin1955-1966,1:88).Secondly,Grotiusevaluateda
languageon itsaptnessof derivationandcompounding(par.97);Stevinhadapplied
the samecriterion.Thirdly,Grotiusformulatedthe mIe governingcompounding '.1
(par.100):- in modemterms- thefirstelementis themodifierandthesecond
elementhehead.StevinhadillustratedtheverysamemIewithcontrastivexamples
suchasjachthondt'hunting-hound'againsthondjacht'hound-hunting'(cf Stevin
1955-1966,1:84).GrotiusexplicitlynotedthatthemIeevenappliedto compounds
consistingof morethantwo elements.FourtWy,Grotiusstressedthatonedid not
needto possessa specialingenuityto createnewcompounds.Peopleacquiredthis
abilityduringtheirlanguageacquisitionprocess.It wasin factsosimplethatplaying
childrenoften droppedsuch new words, which were readilyunderstandable
(par.101). It cannotbe a coincidencethatStevinhadmoreelaboratelyreferredto
playingchildreninhistextbookon logic,theDialectikeofteBewysconst('Dialectics
or theArt ofDemonstration')of 1585(cf Stevin1621:154-155).LikewiseGrotius'
remarkthata translatorwouldneedfour or fivewordsto rendera newlycreated
Dutchword with onlytwo syllabIes,correspondswith Stevin'scomparisonof the
Dutchtopweer'a goodtimeto spin/playwithatop'withLatin,FrenchandSpanish
translations(Commodumtempustrocho ludelJ.di;Tempscommodede toupier;
Tiempooportunoparapeonçar).
Theseexamplesto whichI couldhaveaddedmore,showbeyondanydoubt
Stevin'sinfluenceon Grotius' linguisticviews. In passingI note that Stevinis
knownto havebeena closefriendof Grotius'father,Jan CornetsdeGroot (1554-
1640).Theysharedscientificinterestsandperformedexperimentswiththespheres,
whichtheydroppedfromthetowerof the"NieuweKerk" atDelftinorderto study
the law of gravitation.We shouldnot forget,however,thatGrotius wrote his
Parellelon afterhavingstudiedat theUniversityof Leiden,at a timewhenmany
illustrious scholars such as BonaventuraVulcanius (1538-1614),Franciscus
Raphelengius(1539-1597)and,aboveall, JosephusJustusScaliger(1540-1609)
held chairs.Grotiusprovesto be farniliarwith relativelynew discoverieswhich
Leidenscholarswerediscussingintheircorresp6ndenceandtheirLatinpublications.
4. Newdiscoveries:Gothic"andPersian
While Grotius,in tunewithcontemporaryideas,erroneouslyassumedthatthe
Dutchlanguagehadspreadovera largeterritory,hecommentedamongotherson
CrimeanGothicandPersian.Thisis interesting,asimportantdiscoveriesconceming
thesetwo languageswerenot madeuntilthesecondhalfof thesixteenthcentury.
After themainGothicmanuscript,heCodexArgenteus,hadbeenrediscoveredin
the rniddleof the sixteenthcentury,copiesof text fragmentscirculatedamong
scholarsandBecanushadincludedGothicfragmentsin his OriginesAntwerpianae
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of 1569.Ghislainde Busbecq(1522-1592),ambassadorin Constantinople,had
discoveredthatpeopleon the Crimeanpeninsulawere still speakinga form of
(, Gothic. The Crimean Gothic words, recordedby Busbecq,were listed in
BonaventuraVulcanius'bookontheGothiclanguage,De literis& linguaGetarum
siveGothorumof 1597(cf Van deVelde 1966:24-25;68).Grotiuswas familiar
withthepresenceof aGermaniclanguagein theCrimea,whichheconsideredto be
Dutch.Both theDutchlanguageandseveralDutchcharacteristics,uchas tidiness
and ingenuity,were saidto be foundon the Crimeanpeninsula,which Grotius
accountedfor byanalIegedemigration(par.92).
TheDutchlanguagehadspreadevenfurtherthantheCrimea.Grotiuspointed
out similaritieswith thePersianlanguageso strikingthatsomemergerof thetwo
peoplesmusthavetakenplacein thepast.Therefore,heargued,eitherthePersians
mighthaveconqueredtheterritoryof our ancestorsor our ancestorsthatof the
Persians(par.94).Whichoptionis themostIikely,Grotiusgladlyleftto specialists.
Stillheprovedto beinfavourof thelatteroption,ashecorrectedhisownphraseby
speakingof "words,whichwe adoptedfromthePersians,or moreappropriately
put, the Persiansfrom us" (par.94-95).Words whichthe two languageshad in
commonwerebyalImeansnorarewords,but,onthecontrary,wordsbelongingto
thecentrallexicon.Grotiusmentionedonlybrieflyexamplesofwords which,with a
slightdifference,weresaidto beDutch,PersianandLatin.For moreexampleshe
referredto thefivebooksofMoses(thePentateuch)inPersian.
Dutch(or Germanic),LatinandPersiansimilaritiesdonotsurprisethemodem
linguistwithknowledgeofthe Indo-Europeanlanguagefamily.5Whatis underlying
Grotius' referenceto Moses' fivebooksin Persian,however,is not clearat fust
sight.Moreover, we may wonderwhere Grotius obtainedhis informationon
Persian.
At thebeginningof thesixteenthcenturyhardlyanyknowledgeof thePersian
languagewas availablein Europe.This situationchangedrapidlywhen in 1584
FranciscusRaphelengius,learnedin the Oriental languages,got hold of a
Pentateuch,publishedin 1546by a Jewishprinthousein Constantinople.6It was a
polyglotwhichcompriseda centralHebrewtextandcorrespondingtextsin three
otherorientallanguages,amongwhicha Persiantranslationby Jacob ben Joseph
Tavus.The Persiantextwaswrittenin theHebrewa1phabet,whichwas common
practiceamongPersianJews.BehindtheHebrewlettersRaphelengiusdiscovereda
languagethatshowedstrikinglexicalsimilaritieswithDutch(cf De Bruyn 1990:5-
8).
5. Grotius'examplesdens[sic]"god",labium"lip", mors"death"andnovus"new"belongto
the commonIndo-Europeanvocabulary;cista "chest"and mustum"must(wine)", on the
contrary,areLatin loansin Duteh.
6. Raphelengius,whowastheofficialuniversityprinter,heldthechairof Hebrewfrom 1586
till hisdeathin 1597(cf. Juynboll1931:39).
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Raphelengiusinformedseveralfellow scholarsof his discovery.On 18 May
1584hewroteto theLatinistJustusLipsius(1547-1606),who didnot paymuch
attentionto thedataatthetime.Vulcanius,who heldthechairof Greek,provedto
be interested:hecompriseda listof Persianwordsandthebeginningof Genesisin
Persiantranslationin hisDe literis& linguaGetarumsiveGothorum(Vulcanius
1597:87-88).7VulcaniushadobtainedthePersiandatafromRaphelengiushimself,
sincehe explicitlystatedthathisexamplesof wordssirnilarin thePersianandthe
'Teutonicalingua"werejusta fewoutofthemanymorecollectedbyRaphelengius.
Scaliger,Lipsius'successorinLeidenandGrotius'maintutorattheuniversity,dealt
with Persianextensively;he administeredthescholarlylegacyleftby Raphelengius
onthelatter'sdeathin 1597(cf DeBruyn1990:10).
In the latesixteenthcenturyknowledgeof Persianwas weIl availableto the
Leiden scholarlycircle.Without indulgingin source-hunting,I realizethat still
remainsto beestablishedfromwhomor fromwhatspecificsourceGrotiusobtained
hisinformation.Eitheroneof theLeidenscholars,Raphelengiushimself,Vulcanius
or Grotius' maintutor, Scaliger,may havedrawnhis attentionto the Persian
languageanditssirnilaritieswithDutchor GrotiusmayhaveleamtthePersiandata
froma publicationor fromscholarlycorrespondence.If it wasnot a matterof oral
communication,whichof courseis difficultto determine,Grotiuspossiblyowedhis
inforrnationto VulcaniusDe literis& linguaGetarumsiveGothorum.Examining
theexamplesgiveninbothRaphelengius'letterto LipsiusandVulcanius'list inDe
literis,I noticedthatonlysomeof thewordsGrotiusmentionedcoincidewiththose
in theletterto Lipsius,whereasall Grotius'examples(andevenmore)arelistedin
Vulcanius'book.
5. Conclusion
In discussingsomeaspectsof Grotius' view on language,I hope to have
demonstratedthathemovedin twoworlds.He wasfamiliarbothwiththescholarly
humanistcircleandthe non-Latincircle,representedin mypaperby SimonStevin,
andadoptedlinguisticideasfrombothsides.It isworthnotingthatGrotius'positive
attitudetowardsthe vemacular,which may havebeeninfluencedby personal
contactwith Stevin,didnotwanein thecourseof time.In hisprimehebroughthis
plea for elaborationof functioninto practiceby writingtreatisesin Dutch and
coining Dutch law terrninology.After havingexamÎnedsome aspectsof the
Paralleion,we realizethatthegermsfor hislatercontributionswerealreadypresent
inhisjuvenilework.
7. This hookwaspublishedbytheLeidenbranchof thePlantinprinthouse,thatis to sayby
theuniversityprinterFranciscusRaphelengius,on-in-lawof thewell-knownAntwerpprinter
ChristopherPlantin.
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